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Discourse markers (DMs) are those words, phrases or sentences that indicate the 
coherence relationship in a discourse and at the same time contain no components with 
semantic meanings. The lack of semantic components indicates that they do not signal 
meaning propositionally or semantically, but function partly as meta-language, which 
will facilitate the listening comprehension process. With the development of the study 
on discourse analysis, semantics and pragmatics, discourse markers, though under 
various names, has become a new field for linguistic study that attracts many 
researchers.   
As a focus of semantics, computational linguistics and syntax, discourse markers 
have been approached by many researchers from various perspectives, such as 
Flowerdew (1995) from the aspect of second language comprehension, Brinton (1996) 
from discourse functions, Andersen (1998) from relevance, Lenk (1998a) coherence, 
etc. However, the experimental study on second language education focus mainly on 
two fields: reading process and dialogue. Few studies have been done on the function 
of discourse markers in listening process of second language learners. Some 
researchers (Dunkel and Davis, 1994; Nam, 1997; Jung, 2003, etc.) did significant 
studies in this field, but nearly all their experiments were based on lecture 
comprehension. Compared with lecture listening, the forms of a listening course and a 
listening test are more common in Chinese college education. Furthermore, 
participants in the experiments conducted by the researchers mentioned above were not 
Chinese L2 learners. Therefore, an experiment of the effect of discourse markers on 
Chinese college students’ listening is necessary.   
Under such circumstances, this thesis aims at the effect of discourse markers in 
the listening process of Chinese college students. In the experimental designing 
process, the difference of listening competence between higher and lower college 
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have been taken into consideration. The purpose of the current experiment is to 
determine to what extend the discourse markers affect second language learners of 
different levels under various texts evaluated by a testing questionnaire. Background 
knowledge, which has proved having a significant effect on listening comprehension, 
has been duly controlled in the experiment by means of a topic familiarity survey.  
The experiment undertakes a quantitative analysis on the learners of two different 
levels, with and without markers. The experimental result shows that discourse 
markers affect more learners of higher levels than those of lower, especially in a 
complex discourse. Based on the results, some specific suggestions to the college 
language listening teaching in China colleges were given.  
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其进行研究的角度可谓丰富多样，例如 Flowerdew (1995) 从第二语言的理解的角
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Chapter One  Introduction  
1.1 Background and purpose 
Discourse markers (DMs) are quite common in communicative discourse. 
Carrying procedural meanings, these elements provide guidelines for readers and 
hearers to proceed or understand the ongoing discourse rather than the proposition. 
There are a lot of studies on DMs these years. In the relevant studies on discourse 
markers, some deal with the term as a whole (Schourup, 1985; Schiffrin, 1987; 
Fraser, 1987 & 1990; Watts, 1989 and Ran Yongping, 2000); and some researchers 
concentrate on a particular one or several (Lakoff, 1973; Svartvik, 1980; James, 
1983; Carlson, 1984; Schiffrin, 1985; Watts, 1986; Blackemore, 1987; Erman, 1987; 
Andersen, 1998; Crystal, 1998; Ran Yongping, 2002, 2003 & 2004; Tang Bin, 2006 
& 2007). In some cases discourse markers are analyzed within larger discourse 
analytical frameworks. (Labov and Franshel, 1977; and Brinton, 1996)  
On the aspect of application of DMs in language skills and second language 
learning, Haberlandt (1982) tested reading times with marked and unmarked 
relations between two sentences. He found that the pairs that were marked with a 
discourse marker were processed faster. Müller (2005) examines DMs’ usage by 
non-native speakers. In her book, she provides valuable insights into the functions of 
four discourse markers (so, well, you know and like) in native and nonnative English 
discourse, adding to both discourse marker literature and to studies in the pragmatics 
of learner language. 
Previous studies have generally shown that DMs aid people in text processing. 
While DMs have been examined in some detail, little is known about their function 
in listening process of non-native English language learners, which demonstrates 
that in contrast to the extensive research on the DMs into reading, writing and oral 
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1994; Chen Xinren, 2002), relatively little research has been conducted to the role of 
DMs in listening aspect. Though some researches that conducted by Chaudron and 
Richards (1986), Dunkel and Davis (1994) and Jung (2003) are relevant to listening 
comprehension, their studies are not within the scope of Chinese second language 
learners and also have their limitations in experimental design, material choice as 
well as background knowledge control. 
The purpose of the current study is to find out the effect of DMs to Chinese 
college students in variant levels by means of an experiment that avoid all 
foreseeable limitations.  
1.2 Rationale and hypothesis 
The basic rationale used in the current paper is the comparison of statistics. 
The experiment is designed into a testing questionnaire, in which two short passages 
or discourses in different genre with different difficulties are adopted as the 
experimental material. There are four classes participating in the experiment, two 
higher-level and the other two of lower; in both higher and lower groups, marked 
and unmarked groups are tested separately. With the collected data, the means as 
well as standard divisions of different classes/groups are compared as a whole first, 
and then a further comparison of 21 participants from each group were conducted. 
The data differences between groups are checked by significance tests, which is a 
guarantee to the validity of comparisons.  
In the field of listening, it has been proved that background knowledge plays a 
significant role in the comprehension of the listening text by the researches (Dunkel, 
1991; Nam, 1997; Jung, 2003; Ye Shaomin, 2001, etc.). To monitor the bias rooted in 
the difference of background knowledge, a questionnaire of topic familiarity is 
designed.  
There are seven research questions and hypotheses respectively in the current 
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